People with neurological conditions experience many challenges in their daily lives, ranging from basic activities of daily living through to more complex occupations such as driving a car, maintaining paid employment, or going on vacation with family or friends. Challenges evolve over time for many reasons -progression of the condition (in some cases), normal aging, new responsibilities at home or work, residential moves, or shifts in social or financial circumstances, just to name a few. The potential for occupational therapists to make a positive impact on the lives of people with neurological conditions is high, given our focus on enabling occupation. But what does the evidence say?
A quick search of the Cochrane Library using the term 'occupational therapy' uncovered a total of 49 reviews, five of which explicitly addressed the effectiveness of occupational therapy for people with neurological conditions (multiple sclerosis, stroke, Parkinson's disease). Only one review, which focused on people with stroke (Legg et al., 2006) , offered a positive conclusion about occupational therapy interventions. The authors found that 'for every 11 (95%, CI 7 to 30) patients receiving an occupational therapy intervention to facilitate personal activities of daily living, one patient was spared a poor outcome' (Legg et al., 2006: 2) .
The four remaining Cochrane reviews all concluded that there was insufficient evidence to support occupational therapy interventions for the specific population targeted (that is, people with multiple sclerosis, people with stroke in care homes, people with cognitive impairment from stroke, people with Parkinson's disease). Each group of authors noted the lack of high-quality randomized trials for inclusion in the review process. There may be many reasons that occupational therapy researchers are not conducting these trials, but it is clear that the time has come to address them. One option is to model the research priority setting meetings hosted by the National Multiple Sclerosis Society in the United States (National Multiple Sclerosis Society, 2015), which are used to set a path forward for researchers and funders around a specific area of concern. Of note is that these meetings include people with the condition, researchers, funders, and other key stakeholders from around the world.
Two other quick searches were conducted to identify sources of synthesized evidence about occupational therapy for people with neurological conditions -one in the Campbell Collaboration Library (www.campbellcollaboration.org) and one in OTseeker (www.otseeker.com). What was interesting about the findings from both of these sources was that the relevant reviews were about specific interventions occupational therapists might employ (for example, electronic assistive technology) rather than about occupational therapy per se. Several reviews concluded that the intervention was effective. The conclusions focused on the intervention rather than the delivering discipline.
The findings from these three simple searches point to the need for more focused efforts to set research priorities about occupational therapy for people with neurological conditions. In addition, the differences across the three searches raise some interesting questions about the ways in which evidence is summarized and communicated, and what the implications might be for different stakeholders. Should we be examining the effectiveness of the discipline (which presumably uses a range of interventions) or the effectiveness of a specific intervention (which might be employed by several different disciplines treating people with neurological conditions)? To what extent should we be comparing the outcomes of specific interventions delivered by occupational therapists with the outcomes of other disciplines using the same intervention -if the evidence is ample enough to do so? What are the potential impacts of these various decisions in today's health care context?
Health care authorities internationally want effective interventions that help manage overall system costs and enable people to maximize health and functioning. People with neurological conditions experience many daily challenges that lead them to the health care system -whether primary care, outpatient services, home care, or hospital. Occupational therapists have the potential to contribute to their health and well-being. It is time for a concerted effort to set research priorities, collaborate on high-quality and large multi-site trials, and ensure that the contributions of our profession are accessible for and included in evidence syntheses.
Please see the call for papers for a special issue on neurological conditions, guest edited by Marcia Finlayson, also in this issue.
